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Preface

This story portrays the experiences of one glider pilot who is in-
debted to the Southdown Gliding Club for the five and a half years
they have put up with him.

It is in no way an instructional book and you are warned that
should you take up the sport of gliding (and I hope you will), the
opinions and flying procedures discussed in this book in no way
constitute instruction or advice unless approved by your own
gliding instructor.

For those of you seeking an instructional book I heartily recom-
mend: Gliding, by Derek Piggott, published by A. & C. Black.

Peter Champion, 1973
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GLIDER PILOT

THE CRUEL SKY

On broomstick mounted rides the witch,
And pulls into the climb.
I wish I could control the bitch,
And fly it right this time.

I let the towing cable go,
And throttle back the speed.
I'm dropping through the sink I know :
It’s bloody lift I need.

For years and years and years I've trained,
To fly the stupid cow,
And every brittle bone I've maimed,
And still I don’t know how.



THE CRUEL SKY

Ob why are all my thermals rongh?
As up and up 1 climb.
I really think I've had enough;
My stomach’s far behind.

I see the world go round and round
As circles I do fly;
Ob dear! Ob dear! I'm coming down,
Abnd falling out the sky.

I'm landing now behind the fence;
Ob why! Ob why! I cry?
“You've too much brake — too little sense,
Shouts ont the C.F.IL

The altimeter up, I'l] wind,
One day upon the ground.
And then Il leave them all behind
In all the lift I've found!



GLIDER PILOT

Introduction

The fear instilled in the author by his early flying experiences
possibly entitles the reader to some brief explanation of how this
‘custard pie’ state of mind came about.

In the early 1960’s, for reasons which are irrelevant, I suffered
what is popularly known as a nervous breakdown, followed by
extreme agoraphobia. This fear of open spaces was so acute that a
walk away from the house of a few hundred yards became an im-
possibility and only after eventually flushing all the doctor’s pills
down the ‘100’ and making a big effort over a number of years did
the condition subside.

Joining a gliding club was to be the final cure as I reasoned that
there could be no more open space than twirling gaily around in
the sky. Flying somewhat aggravated the old problem of agora-
phobia but after some more years of persistence it finally subsided.

It only remains to state here that some of the incidents mentioned
in this book concerning the exploits of other fliers may lead the
reader to assume that the standard of instruction might be some-
what questionable. It is only right that an emphasis should be laid
here and now that the quality of instruction at gliding clubs in the
United Kingdom is second to none and when it is considered that
most of the instructors are unpaid volunteers I feel that this displays
an outstanding record.

Peter Champion, 1973
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CHAPTER ONE

I was free at 2250 feet!

The mist was clearing from the aitfield as the Tiger Moth taxied
towards the parked gliders. In spite of weather forecasts declaring
low overcast cloud and rain, the sky was now clear and the wind
light.

Although the late October morning thrust a penetrating cold
into my bones, I was hot around the neck and tense as I sat in the
glider cockpit. The Tiger Moth passed in front of me and with a
roar of its engine turned, presenting a shuddering tailplane and a
sudden slipstream that flattened the soft grass and sent slivers of
cold air rushing past my face.

The ‘Moth’ bore the name ‘Deacon’, and was resplendent in a
sunburst of black and yellow stripes on the top wing. A long white
nylon towing-line hung from a stanchion beneath the tail and
slithered through the grass like some elongated worm. The Tiger
Moth’s engine spluttered, coughed and suddenly died: the pro-
peller coming to a halt in a series of jerky movements.

One wing of my glider was leaning on the ground. My detachable
cockpit canopy was beside me.

The Tiger Moth pilot jumped nimbly from his mount, and
walked slowly towards me and the other chattering glider pilots
who surrounded my machine. He stopped halfway, yawned and lit
a cigarette before joining our little band, whereupon he selected
our Duty Flying Instructor as though possessed of a sixth sense
and jabbed a gloved index finger in my direction.

‘First solo aero-tow?’
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GLIDER PILOT

The duty instructor nodded, and they both smiled at one another,
and I noticed the other glider pilots were smiling too, some of them
awaiting their first tow into the skies by Tiger Moth. I imagined
their smiles would fade somewhat when their turn came.

The Tiger Moth pilot approached me and leaned lazily on the

nose of my red and white glider.
“This can be bloody dangerous,’ he said, casually, echoing my own
sentiments on the subjectat that moment, ‘and I want you to remem-
ber to keep low over the airfield on take off. Your glider will lift off
before my tug plane, and if you climb too high you will pull my tail
up and I shall plough a long furrow in the ground.’

My mouth was dry: my tongue flopped around inside it like an
old leather shoe.
I nodded.
He sniffed and drew hard on his cigarette.
‘I shall tow you to about 2,000 feet,” he added, ‘and when I waggle
my wings you will pull the cable release. If you fail to do so I shall
release you, cable and all. Then, I shall break to the right and you
will break to the left; got it?’
‘Got it,” I croaked.
‘Also, don’t get too high or too low into my slipstream.’
‘Right,” I confirmed.

He smiled again and patted the red nose of the glider.
‘Not exactly Concorde, is she,” he quipped.
‘Not exactly,” I agreed.
‘By the way,” he added, more in afterthought, ‘if you are unable to
release the towline for any reason, fly out to the left of me and waggle
your wings. I’ll release you and you’ll have to make your way back
to the field and do a steep approach, towline and all.’
I swallowed, but there was a drought of saliva.

The duty instructor was standing at my side grinning from ear
to eat; in fact, everyone around me was grinning. I wondered
whether or not they thought it instilled confidence and assurance
or whether it was, in fact, a mask for their own particular feelings.

I turned to the tug pilot.

‘Anything else?’

He glanced skywards and then to the south.

‘Just watch out for jets taking off from Gatwick. We are pretty near
their airspace and sometimes they overlap.’

‘Mm ... m,” was all I could muster in reply.
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I WAS FREE AT 2250 FEET!

‘Any problems?” grinned the duty instructor.

The man’s a mind-reader, I thought. My head was just about burst-
ing with problems, and like 2 computer was trying to programme
the real hazards from the imaginary.

I looked up into the smiling face.

‘Problems?’ I echoed, ‘no, of course not.” I lied with the deftness of
a confidence trickster, and as I uttered the words opposing thoughts
flashed across my mind.

What of those trees at the far end of the airfield? They appeated
terribly high. Supposing the towline broke just before we reached
them; would I be able to get the glider down in one piece? . . . the
gliderdowninonepiece?...tohell withthe glider! ... whatImeant
was, would I be able to finish up in one piece myself?

By this time the duty instructor had picked up my canopy from
the grass and held it in front of me.

‘Cockpit checks complete?” he asked.

‘Canopy and brakes to check,’ I confirmed, and he slotted the bulb-
ous perspex hood over my head and Ilet go the securing trigger with
a thud worthy of a Kamikazi pilot.

I pushed upwards on the canopy to check that it was locked, and
my shaking fingers manipulated the airbrake lever clanking the
brakes open and closed in the wings. I locked them with a final
push on the lever and let my eyes flit over the instruments, the trim
setting: hunching my shoulders to ensure the straps were tight,
and looked up with what must have appeared an ashen smile.

Another glider pilot had raised the leaning wing from the ground
balancing the glider on its single belly wheel and nose skid.

The tug pilot had climbed back into his Tiger Moth, and a glider
pilot was swinging the prop. The engine burst into life and the
glider rocked slightly in the renewed slipstream.

Little legs were running this way and that as signallers and other
glider pilots took up positions.

A face appeared outside the cockpit and I opened the small clear-
vision panel.

He had the othet end of the towline in his hand from which dangled
the two linked towing and safety rings.

‘Ready?’ he grinned. I wished they’d all stopped grinning.

I nodded.

‘Airbrakes closed and locked?” he checked.

‘Closed and locked,’ I panted.
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GLIDER PILOT

‘Cable on.’

‘Open,’ I shouted pulling the yellow knob to the left of the instru-
ment panel and freeing the towhook to engage the linked rings.
‘Closed!” he shouted, slotting the rings into position.

‘Closed,’ I teplied, and let the yellow knob spring back into its
mount.

He stood up, tugged the towline to ensure it was secure and walked
away.

My mouth now seemed drier than ever, and as the final pockets of
morning mist evaporated from the far cotner of the field my eyes
searched the sky for any possible hazatd.

‘All clear above and behind?’ I called out to the signaller standing
in front and to one side of the glider.

His head searched the sky afresh and corkscrewed around in all
directions.

‘All clear,” he acknowledged.

“Take up slack,’ I instructed, raising one finger of my left hand as a
visual confirmation, while gripping the control stick with my right
hand, and pressing my feet firmly on the rudder pedals.

The signaller waved his bat low under his waist while another
signaller in front of and to one side of the tug relayed the signal to
the pilot of the Tiger Moth. The engine of the tug revved up: the
slipstream flattened the grass now and the wings of the glider wete
trying to dance in the fast airflow as the wing man held on to the left
wing tip.

The tug trundled forward and the white nylon towline
straightened itself, tugging at my towhook and rocking the nose
of the glider up and down.

My heart was thumping its way out of my chest by now as I gave the
final order for take-off.

‘All out! I yelled, raising a further finger of the left hand to the
signaller, which gesture, fortunately for glider pilots, is never
mistaken for the show-jumping style of Harvey Smith!

The order was conveyed to the tug pilot and my wing man was
ready to run with the glider, balancing the wing until finally our
speed outstripped him.

Over the past five years I had flown 384 glider flights and 189 of
them solo, but this morning I felt just like I did that other morning
189 flights before, when I had given the order for take-off on my
first-ever solo flight. The same emotions, problems, fears and
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I WAS FREE AT 2250 FEET!

excitement.

The Tiger Moth trundled forward, slowly at first and then with 2
sudden increased acceleration that left my wing man far behind.
The glider was cutting its way quickly over the turf and I had to
correct quickly with the rudder pedals to stay behind the tug’s tail-
plane. The airflow over the wings and control surfaces was biting,
and in a couple of light bumps I was airborne. The tug, however,
was still stuck fast to the ground, and I eased forward on the control
stick flying at only a foot above the flashing green shades of grass,
and he too bounced and became airborne, tug and glider eating up
the yards of field and allowing the pale-purple shadows of those
high trees to get larger and larger.

Ibit hell out of my lower lip, such was my concentration, but the

Tiger Moth lifted and I eased back on the stick, the pait of us rising
quickly now as those menacing trees of a few moments before passed
slowly beneath us. Fields, roads and a railway line slid gracefully
below as the tug and glider bounced through the tutbulent air,
rising one second and dropping the next. I concentrated like a cat
watching a bird, trying to anticipate the next rise or fall of my tug
’plane, and trying desperately it seemed at times not to swing to one
side out of station.
‘Relax . .. damn it, man . . . relax,” I told myself aloud, and eased
my vice-like grip on the stick as I became aware of the sweat in my
palms. I slid my head back onto the head rest at the back of the
canopy and began to breathe more evenly.

The tug turned slowly right towards the north, and I now found
it easier to keep station behind and slightly above him. The pattern
of chequered fields gave way to a complete area of houses as we
approached Redhill, and I could not help but feel a little strange, as
this seemed the most unlikely place for a glider to find itself. But my
thoughts were crossed with others as I watched the controls of the
Tiger Moth twitching this way and that. The tailplane seemed for-
ever vibrating, and the rudder moving slightly from one side to the
other. I wondered vaguely how those ’planes of struts and strings
in the First World War had ever managed to shoot each other down
in this world of turbulent air and dancing aircraft.

We seemed to be flying right above the centre of Redhill now,
and for some silly reason I wondered where Woolworth’s was
situated.

I glanced at my altimeter.
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GLIDER PILOT

One-thousand-five-hundred feet it read, as the large white needle
crept slowly around the dial.

My concentration moved from the tug to a likely-looking collec-
tion of small cumulus clouds cutting actoss my bows about a mile
away. They were white and fluffy with pale-purple troughs and
pale-pink crests, and looked as though they might cap sufficient up-
cutrents to sustain a glider for a while. My thoughts were inter-
rupted as the tug suddenly turned right again towards the east and
I swung badly out of position to his left, kicking a large bootful of
right rudder and aileron and swinging back into position above
and behind him. I checked the speedometer on my panel, and it read
a frightening 70 knots, or 84 miles per hour. The altimeter told me
that we were coming up to 1,900 feet, as the tug turned again and
we flew south still climbing when I hurriedly tried to make out the
shape of Redhill aerodrome.

‘God, it should be there,’ I said aloud, staring down at the paint-
palette colours of brick, green and grey from the fields below, and
there it was: I was looking at it all the time.

The tug rocked his wings laterally, and I eased back slightly on the
stick, pulled the yellow knob with my left hand, and watched fascin-
ated as the white nylon line catapulted away in front of me and the
tug turned sharply to the right and dived.

I pressed the rudder bar with my left foot and eased the stick
simultaneously to the left, pulling back on it as I did so, converting
my speed into height. As the airspeed came back to just above 40
knots I levelled off and re-trimmed.

I was free, at 2,250 feet!

I opened one of the clear-vision panels and breathed in the cold

air as I flew north away from the airfield and towards the promising
clouds that had cut actoss my bows some minutes before. But on
reaching them they were almost down to my altitude and of little
use.
I looked around and started a lazy left-hand turn watching the out-
line of London, Dorking and Guildford, and then south and the
silver sliver of Gatwick lay across the green terrain like the mercury
in a thermometer, where what looked like a tiny black ant clawed
its way steeply into the sky leaving a long finger of black exhaust in
its wake.

A variometer on my instrument panel informed me that I was in
rising air of about four feet per second, so I tightened the turn a
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I WAS FREE AT 2250 FEET!

little and it took me from 2,000 feet back to 2,250 before the lift
petered out. I relaxed once moreattracted by theline of silver railway
running straight and true from Redhill deep into Kent. My eyes
flitted this way and that attracted by the sudden appearance of new
white motorways and long fingers of yellow from those still under
construction.

I looked down at the white buildings of Fuller’s Earth Works
surrounded by red brick dust, deep-blue reservoirs to the north and
white puffs of smoke from its large chimney. I made for the smoke
hoping that the warm rising air might take me up yet once again,
but apart from slight turbulence the variometer was still and the
altimeter slowly unwinding as I lost altitude.

I was now down to 1,400 feet and turned south, my eyes straining
through the sunlight reflected from the perspex canopy of my glider
as I picked out the airfield once more. It was some way off now, and
between it and me a countless number of pale-green fields roughly
chequered with dark-green hedgerows and the darker green of
small woods.

The colours now varied with the intervention of wispy cloud and
changed in tone and depth.

These sights and countless more were experiences upon which I
could feed forever with the gluttony of a child let loose in an ice-
cream factory. But as gliders have an annoying habit of coming
down unless the air in which they are flying is going up, I decided
to fly back to the airfield.

Down the new motorway to the east of the airfield and slightly
across it was my cross-wind leg before turning into wind and starting
my landing approach onto the airfield.

Having completed the cross-wind leg, I looked out to each side and
above me for any other approaching aircraft.
‘All alone,’ I said aloud. ‘Good.’

Ilooked down at the airfield, and when in what I considered a nice
position and well lined-up I looked out once more in a hasty final
check for other aircraft. Seeing none, made a clean cut final turn at
about jo00 feet.

The run in was nice and long with plenty of time to increase my rate
of descent with the airbrakes, having increased and re-trimmed my
approach speed to so knots.

The field floated up, gracefully, slowly and definitely, and as I passed
the tall trees on the perimeter I began to ease back on the stick
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GLIDER PILOT

levelling off the glider and floating over the grass about six inches
from it. The other parked gliders nearby flashed past in a sudden
punctuation of reds and blues. My mainwheel trundled onto the
ground, the glider decelerating quickly and stopping about a
hundred feet from where I had taken off.

The right wing tip flopped lazily to the ground and I switched off
the instruments and bent the lever round to release my straps.

The other glider pilots were running towards me, together with the
duty instructor, who I was thankful, was still grinning, so it couldn’t
have looked too bad.

I released the canopy lock and lifted the whole unit onto the grass,
as I sucked in more cold air and felt little beads of perspiration run
down my temples. A young glider pilot was the first to reach me and
he was due to be the next pilot to make his first aero-tow. He was
not smiling.

‘Blimey, Pete, what’s it like?” he asked, falteringly.
‘Piece of cake,” I said, and it was my turn to grin.
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CHAPTER TWO

You’ll never do anything else

I found the South Downs between Lewes and Eastboutne easily
enough, and located the large field used by the gliding club which
ran along the crest of the hills from Firle Beacon (714 feet above sea
level) to Bo-Peep Hill. The field then ran south for some half a mile
forming a Greek letter ‘D’ in shape, with the broad base from the
Beacon to Bo-Peep Hill. The range of downs is some 400 feet above
the valley looking north-east, and the inland Lewes-to-Eastbourne
road is plainly visible.

The field itself was rough and pitted, covered with a herd of cattle
and large flocks of sheep. It did not seem possible that this could be
a flying field or even one for emergency landings, but there was the
little group of gliders to the south of the field.

This, my first visit, had been suggested by a gliding phenomenon,
‘Pop’ Orford by name. ‘Pop’, seventy years of age when he started
full-sized gliding, had soloed at the age of seventy-one and since
completed over 360 solo flights. A keen model aircraft enthusiast
for years, his first interest in ‘flying machines’ had started in the
trenches during the First World War, from where he had sent
drawings to the Aeroplane magazine in 1916, and he was, and still s,
a very competent artist in oils.

I made my way slowly to the bottom of the field keeping close
to the perimeter fence and out of the way of any gliders taking off
or landing. I at least knew this much.

On my way down the field I saw a signal light flashing, and as I
turned round I noticed the large winch on the crest of the hill revving
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its engine and heard the 3,000-foot wire cable slither through the
grass some way off. Quicker flashes from the light at the glider end
of the field followed, and the engine in the winch became more
noisy. I then noticed a large red and white glider moving slowly up
the field along the ground. It suddenly floated into the air keeping
fairly flat for a time before the nose seemed to point skywards at
about forty-five degrees, leaving the machine clawing its way
terribly slowly into the sky, the sunlight glinting on the cable. I
stood staring, transfixed.

The frightening thing went up in a huge arc levelling off over the
crest of the hill and above the winch, dipping its nose. The cable
suddenly slackened, and a small yellow parachute on the end of the
cable allowed the wire to float slowly to earth. The nose of the
glider rose and, almost unbelievingly, the red and white monster
began to float slowly along the hills to the east.

I watched its ptogtess, as a farm tractor with the cable hitched to
its rear came haring noisily back to the glider end of the field, its tiny
driver bent forward over the steering wheel.

AgainIlooked at the glider, and was aghast to see its open cockpit
and within two small heads side by side, peering over the side. It
turned and made its way back along the hill, and then turned again,
coming down the field over my head, leaving me in its cold shadow
for the fraction of a second. There was a slight whispering noise
from its movement through the air, and then it turned again at the
bottom of the field. It made yet another final turn before its nose
went down and it dived towards the ground. Little oblongs
suddenly protruded from both wings and its descent became steeper
before the nose gradually rose again putting the machine into a level
flight path only inches above the ground. It then floated some two
hundred feet before its single main belly wheel touched the grass
and the beast came to rest. It stayed level for a few seconds and then
one wing tip dropped slowly onto the grass.

Itall looked highly dangerous and frightening to me. In addition,
the whole flight seemed to have been over in a few minutes. So what
was the fascination of this sport?

I'reached the end of the field, where about six gliders were parked
with one wing tip on the grass held down by 2 number of old motor
car tyres. People were walking, talking and pushing the large glider
I had seen flying, back to the launch point. It was impossible to
determine who were club members and who were merely Sunday
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YOU’LL NEVER DO ANYTHING ELSE

afternoon strollets.

There was no sign of ‘Pop’, and I strolled around inspecting the
gliders being fascinated by a ‘Heath Robinson’ creation with an
orange fuselage and white wings and tailplane. It was a small
machine, a single narrow cockpit entirely open with only a small
windscreen on the front of the cockpit, which I felt sure must be
more for decoration than for protection from the elements. The
white wings met at the top of a tapering flared-up fuselage and
seemed to be held there by two small steel wire rods. The inner sec-
tion of the wings sported twin struts running to the base of the
fuselage sides and were themselves stressed with rigging wires.

The whole contraption appeared to be made of wood and covered
with fabric (doped reasonably taught), but the wing ribs seemed to
be trying to push their way through the wings, resembling an old
man’s chest.

“That,’ said a sudden voice at my side, ‘is the ‘““Tutot”, an early solo
machine.’

I caught 2 glimpse of a smiling face, and the man had moved on.
Early solo machine indeed, I thought. It looked earlier than the
Wright Brothers ‘Flyer’, and about twice as dangerous. I inspected
the cockpit, from the centre of which protruded a long broom
handle which was the control stick, a lever on the left-hand side and
ayellow wooden knob hanging from a piece of cable in front of that.
There were two dials on the instrument panel plus a thing thatlooked
like twin thermometers and a bubble balance. . . . The seat straps
were faded and worn.

The fact that a man should trust his life in such a creation was
completely beyond me, and I was about to leave the field in some
haste when I heard ‘Pop’s’ voice behind me.

‘How do you like the orange “coffin’?” he enquired.

‘Hello “Pop”,’ I greeted him, ‘#hat is about my summing up of the
thing.’

Hesuddenly threw onefoot over theside of the cockpit and began
to lever himself into its narrow confines.

“You don’t fly #4is?’ I said to him in horror.

He clipped on the seat straps and drew the shoulder straps to the
common locking panel and clipped them in position.

‘It’s the best glider on the field,” he claimed.

‘Christ,’ I said profanely, ‘what are the rest like then?’

He grinned all over his rugged face and countered: ‘Not as good as
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the old “Tutor”. You really know you are flying when you get up
in this.’

I had no doubt whatever that you realised you were flying . . . or had
he said ‘dying’?

He looked away from me and called to a gitl in blue flying overalls:
‘Can I have a wing up, please?’

The gitl smiled, nodded, removed the tyres from the wing tip, and
lifted it. Two young men in flying overalls came forward and
manoeuvred the ‘Tutor’ into wind facing in the direction of the
winch. The tractor was haring down the field again bringing the
cable from a launch that had gone on unnoticed by me.

I stood back as the little aircraft was surrounded by bodies and
‘Pop’ began moving the stick and rudder pedals, looking out of the
open cockpit and checking that they were functioning.

I saw him tug on the shoulder straps, twiddle something on the
instrument panel, and finally pull the lever on the left side of the cock-
pit. T noticed those two pieces of oblong wood again as they
sat upright on the wings.

‘Spoilers open and in line,” called ‘Pop’ to the gitl on the wing tip.
‘Openandin line,” she confirmed, and then added as he let them shut
with a clang: ‘Closed and flush with the wing.’

‘Pop’ nodded and stuck an unlit pipe in his mouth.

I have the greatest respect for ‘Pop’ Otford, but Imust in all honesty
confess that this whole scene seemed likea clipfroma Disney cartoon
entitled Popeye Goes Flying.

It was probably all a joke, I thought. At the last minute he would
probably jump from the cockpit and there would be hoots of
laughter from all and sundry and I should be the one left with the
red face.

But there was none of this. One of the men in blue flying overalls
took the launch cable from the tractor, and bent down fiddling with
the thing by the side of the “T'utor’s’ cockpit. ‘Pop’ pulled the yellow
wooden knob with his left hand, the other man having called:
‘Open.’

‘Open,’ replied ‘Pop’, followed by the other shouting: ‘Closed,’
and ‘Pop’ repeating him.

The man with the cable stood up and walked towards me picking
up a large round bat and turning to face ‘Pop’, while the girl still
held the wing tip and the glider level on its solitary wheel and nose
skid.
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‘Signals,” shouted the gitl at the wing tip.

I looked round to see another young figure run towards a nearby
two-wheeled cart and put his hand on a morse key. The light I had
seen when coming down the field was on a post on the other side of
the cart facing towards the winch.

So it looked as though ‘Pop’ was really going to try and fly this
overgrown model aircraft.

‘Oh well,” T thought, and crouched on my haunches to watch the
phenomenon.

‘All clear above and behind?’ shouted ‘Pop’, his pipe gripped
between his teeth.

The ‘batman’ screwed his head around looking up at the sky.

‘All clear above and behind,” he confirmed.

‘Pop’ raised his left hand and prodded an index finger skywards.
“Take up slack,” he commanded.

The ‘batman’ began waving his bat to and fro’ beneath his waist,
and the man with the motse key began tapping, relaying the signal
to the winch driver.

After a few seconds delay the cable slithered slowly through the
grass and became taut, and the nose of the orange and white “T'utor’
began rocking up and down.

‘Pop’s’ index finger was suddenly joined by the next finger and both
fingers waggled to and fro.

‘All out,” he called, and the ‘batman’ waved the bat above his head
yelling: ‘All out,” as he did so. The man on the morse key began
tapping faster, and exhaust fumes from the winch on the hill began
to rise.

The “Tutor’ lurched forward gaining speed, and the girl on the
wing tip was running and holding the wings level. She suddenly let
go and the little orange ‘coffin’ continued to run along the ground
before, it too, floated quietly into the sky and pulled back into the
same sickening climb, becoming smaller and smaller as it was
swallowed by the pale blue sky.

I saw the nose dip, the cable release and then watched ‘Pop’ bring
the machine into a level posture, and slowly, ever so slowly, crab
his way along the ridge of downs, as he kept the small glider in the
upcurrents from the wind beating against the hill.

On reaching Bo-Peep hill and the hangar, where the gliders were
stowed during the week, he would turn, fly along to Fitle Beacon,
turn back and repeat the whole process over and over again, some-
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times rising up in the air currents and sometimes going down
slightly in the corresponding sinking air.

After about a quarter of an hour the little orange ‘coffin’ began to
lose heightand eventually ‘Pop’ turned it down wind, and the glider
became larger again as it approached my end of the field. I watched
it go past me at about 200 feet, screw itself round into a turn and
come floating in over my head, to level itself off and kiss the grass
gently before coming to a halt and dropping one wing tip on the
grass. ‘Pop’ undid his straps and nimbly sat on the side of the
cockpit awaiting the retrieve crew.

While I waited for him to return I looked around at the other
gliders, some of which even had cockpit canopies and seemed to be
more fully instrumented than the frightening little “Tutot’ that had
immediately put me off the thought of gliding.

I investigated the large two-seater that I had seen launched on
my way down the field a little while before, and heard someone
refer to it as the ‘21°, whatever that meant.

It was larger than the ‘Tutor’, but the cockpit was just as exposed
though slightly more instrumented, and the controlsappearedalittle
more business-like. The seats were side by side, the controls being
fully duplicated for training purposes. The fuselage was a deep
cherry red and the wings huge, fat and white with two day-glo panels
amidships of each wing. The tail was small and white while the fin
and rudder were tall and red. The wings were held by a fairing
behind the cockpit, and two large single struts supposted them from
the base of the fuselage sides. ‘Pop’ joined me eventually, and 1
must confess I felt a bit surprised at seeing him in one piece and all
smiles.

‘Not a bad little flight,” he said in understatement.

“’Thought you were about to meet your Maker,” I confided.
‘Didn’t meet him,’ said ‘Pop’ lighting his pipe, ‘only saw him, from
up there.’

‘Frankly, 'm in no hurry to do either,” I said emphatically.

‘Once you’ve flown full-sized gliders,” he went on, ‘you’ll never do
anything else. . . . You’ll never do anything else,” he repeated.

‘I wouldn’t lay money on it, ‘Pop’. It looks bloody dangerous to
me.’

‘Same as model aircraft,” he commented, enveloping me in a cloud
of lung-scathing pipe smoke.

‘Except that you are not # 2 model,’ I corrected.
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a summer course. We have three or four of these every year, and it
means you can get a week’s flying in and log quite a few flights. It’ll
bring your flying up to scratch very quickly.’

‘What will it cost?’ I enquired.

‘£ 10 clubmembership and £4joining fee. The flying is four shillings
(20p) a launch up to ten minutes, and then so many pence per minute
after that on a pro-rata basis. There is 2 waiting list for membership
but if you come and worry the life out of them every weekend you’ll
soon get your flying in.’

‘I'still don’t know if I should like it,” I said thoughtfully.

‘Pop’ turned on his heel and emitted a shrill whistle.

‘Ken,” he called out to a tall thin man in flying overalls.

The thin man came over to us.

“This is Ken Pirelli, and this is Peter Champion,” he said, introducing
us.

My stomach turned over as ‘Pop’ added: ‘Give Peter a passenger
flight in the “21” and see if he likes it, eh?’

‘Haven’t got time today, “Pop”,” he said, and I thanked God that he
hadn’t, and turning to me added: ‘“Try next Saturday and I’ll fly you
round. Ever flown in gliders before?’

‘No,’ I said.
“You'll like ’em,’” he grinned.
“Yes,” confirmed ‘Pop’. . .. ‘You’ll never do anything else.’
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CHAPTER THREE

I began to feel sick and dizzy

The following Saturday the wind was blowing at Force 6 on the
Beaufort scale and the air was unstable. This meant that there were
strong up and down currents in the 25 mile-an-hour winds, as the
scudding cumulus clouds would have suggested had I taken the
trouble to look up. But I was deep in thought on arrival at the
gliding club for the second time in my life, and completely oblivious
of the unfavourable conditions for a ‘first’ flight.

After much inquiry among busy members attending to a large
number of gliders being launched one after the other, I discovered
Ken Pirelli sitting on the grass eating some sandwiches protected
from the wind by a stack of spare tyres.

‘Peter Champion,’ I smiled down at him.

He looked up, stuffed a large sandwich in his mouth and said (I
think): ‘Oh yesh ... new bloke. .. pashinger flight, ishn’t it?’
‘Mm,’ I nodded, and crouched beside him.

He produced a red folder from beneath his backside and thrust it
in my hand.

‘Indemnity form,” he said, ‘fill it in and shign it. It’sh only in cashe
you kill yourself,” he smiled, swallowing the sandwich, and added:
‘Or more correctly, old boy, if we kill you, it states that your wife
and dependents won’t take action against the club.’

‘T should think it quite likely that they would,” I replied somewhat
upset by this total disregard for my life. After all, I thought, I’'m no
Tony Curtis or Rock Hudson, but I am all I’'ve got.

‘Fill it in anyway,” he grinned. ‘After all old man, if you snuff it you
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won’t be around to know what they’ll do. It’s only a formality: I’ll
be flying with you and I don’t intend to turn my toes up yet. Here. ..
want a pen?’

I signed the wretched form with a shaking hand as the wind tore
at the sheets of paper.

‘While we’re waiting for the “21” to come back I’ll explain to you
what goes on,’ said Pirelli.

“Thanks,” I said, somewhat sarcastically, and handed him back his
pen.

He sipped some hot coffee from a flask and began: ‘Basically, old
man, we have a field and a wind blowing down the field. We havea
glider at one end facing into the wind and a winch at the other end
on which is about 3,000 feet of steel cable wound round a drum. A
tractor tows the cable out from the winch to the glider and the
cable end is then attached to a towing link on the glider. A “body”
holds the wing tip up and hence the glider level on its one wheel
and as the signals for taking up the slack of the cable are given, the
winch driver reels in the cable on the drum through his diesel-
powered winch. When the pilot gives the take-off or “All out”
signal, the winch driver speeds up the drum and the glider starts to
run along the ground with the body on the wing tip running like
the clappers until the glider outstrips him. All right so far?’

‘Yes,” I said.

‘Want a mutton sandwich?’ he invited.

‘I don’t think so thank you.’

“To continue then,’” he said. “The glider then has air flowing over the
wings to support it, and over the controls to make them effective,
and therefore it rises slowly from the ground and the pilot holds it
fairly level for the first hundred feet or so. This is in case you get a
cable break low down where you want to have the glider in a level
attitude so that you can land right away. Only when you have 2
hundred feet or so do you start pulling back and climbing at about
45 degrees and about 55 knots. You then go up in a large arc until at
the top where the cable will start to pull your nose down again and
the glider is once again in level flight. You then dip the nose, to
release the tension on the cable and pull the yellow knob twice to
make sure you have got rid of the cable. See?’

‘I see.’

‘Good,” he nodded, and sipped more coffee. ‘Now several things
can go wrong on the launch,” he said, comfortingly. ‘It can be too
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fast for the designed launch speed, in which case the pilot waggles
the tail left and right, or if it is is too slow we rock the wings up and
down (Note: a method no longer allowed), and the winch driver will
try and either slow down or speed up the launch, depending on
which is required and signalled. If we get a cable break on the climb
we get the nose down in a hutry or else the glider can stall or even
spin in if left with its nose in the air. Are you with me?’

I'told him that I was. I didn’t tell him that I was beginning to wish
I weren’t. ...

‘Having got to the top of the launch,” he went on, ‘we now flya square
circuit so that we arrive back at our take-off point, and we start this
circuit when we get down to about soo feet, so that until that time
we can fly within reason anywhere around here, and if we get into
rising air we can fly further away. Eventually, the conditions will
deteriorate, and we must place ourselves in a good position up wind
to start our landing circuit from a good height.’

‘I see,” I said again.

Iheard a loud rushing noise and was in time to see the ‘21’ landing
with the spoilers extending from the wings. The latter vibrated like
violin strings as the glider bounced on its single wheel, became
airborne for a few more seconds, and then bounced twice more
before slithering to a halt. It had dug one wing tip into the ground
and cartwheeled half a circle round it.

‘Not a very good landing that one,” commented Pirelli.

I'was then aware of a man with a bat swishing above his head, and
a sleek red and silver single-seater scudding across the grass and
clawing its way into the air. At the same moment yet another glider,
a blue one this time, was pushed into position for the next launch.

The ‘21’ was retrieved by a number of blue-overalled club mem-
bers, and after the launch of the blue glider, pulled into the launching
position.

‘Come on,’ said Pirelli, stuffing another mutton sandwich into his
mouth and jumping to his feet, ‘this is our turn now.’

I swallowed, stood up, and began to follow his long steps across
the grass, noticing the blue-overalled bodies holding the nose of
the machine down against the force of the wind. A wing man was
already holding the wing tip with both hands as the wind tugged and
rocked the §4-foot span wing.

Ken Pirelli went to the left-hand cockpit and patted the large
red nose of the machine.
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“This,” he began the introduction, ‘is the Slingsby T-21b or Sed-
bergh, or as we irreverently refer to it, the “bucket”. Climb in,” he
invited, ‘but watch where you put your feet and don’t grab the
windscreen.’

There followed a myriad of instructions of ‘don’t do this’ and
‘don’t put your foot through that’, as willing helpers assisted me
into the right-hand cockpit and Pirelli took the seat next to me. He
strapped himself in, and another willing helper pulled up my seat
straps and two more over my shoulder and fitted all four into a com-
mon lock. Then they were adjusted until the fit was tight and my
bottom pressed hard onto the unforgiving wooden seat.

‘What about parachutes?’ I asked Pirelli.

“What about them?’ he replied, twiddling little knobs and tapping
the instrument panel.

‘Don’t we wear them?’ I asked, already feeling somewhat nervous.
‘Not in the “bucket™,” he answered, ‘it isn’t built to take them, and
anyway we should not be high enough to be able to use them even
if we wanted to.’

I felt doomed.

‘Now first of all we complete a cockpit check at the beginning of
every flight. These checks follow a pattern. First, the controls for
full and free movement,” he went on, pushing the stick this way
and that at the same time pushing his feet on the rudder pedals.
The T-21 lurched as the high wind took immediate effect on the
controls, and the helpers held on even more tightly.

“Then we check the ballast, or the loaded cockpit weight. How
much do you weigh?’ he asked.

‘About eleven stones,’ I replied.

‘One hundred and fifty-four pounds, and I am around one hundred
and sixty ... making 314 pounds in all,” he went on, checking a small
placard on the side of the cockpit. “We have to make sure our com-
bined weights are not below a certain figure listed here,” he said
tapping the placard, ‘and not more than the maximum listed. Now
are your straps on tightly and secure?” he asked.

I tugged at the wretched things.

‘Yes,’ I said.

‘Good. Now we always set the altimeter at zero with this little knob
under the dial so that we can know how high we are above our
launch point. We re-set the ““G” meter, and switch on the turn-and-
slip indicator. We would then set the tail trimmer if we had one,
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but as we haven’t, we can’t.’

‘Is that serious ?’ I asked.

He regarded me with contempt and went on: ‘We would then check
the canopy if we had one, but as we haven’t, again we can’t, and that’s
not serious either,” he added.

‘Now, finally, we check the spoilers or brakes. On the “21” we have
spoilers and we pull them open with this blue handle,” he continued,
yanking back the handle and calling out to the wing man: ‘Spoilers
open and in line?’

‘Open and in line,” came back a squeeky little voice, and he eased
them shut again.

‘Squeeky-voice’ called out: ‘Closed and flush.’

The tractor was speeding towatds us carrying the steel cable, and
our launch run today was different from those I had witnessed the
previous Sunday. Then ‘Pop’ had launched from the bottom of
the field up towards and over the line of hills at the top of the field.
Today they were launching along the crest of the downs from Bo-
Peep hill to Fitle Beacon. So that in addition to the launch height,
there would be an awe inspiring drop of 4o0 feet as the downs fell
away to the valley below, to our right.

I placed a knitted woolly hat on my head and slung my camera
around my neck. If I was to survive this ordeal I meant to record it
on film at any rate.

The cable was brought from the tractor which sped off back
towards the winch ready for the next retrieve, while a woman with
grey hair leaned down with the end of the cable ready to attach it to
the towing hook.

‘Open,’ called Pirelli, pulling back the yellow wooden knob similar
to the duplicate that was fitted on the instrument panel in front of
me.

‘Closed,” said the woman, and Pirelli repeated: ‘Closed’, and let go
of the yellow knob.

The cable was attached to the tow hook of the T-21 and I felt even
more helpless than when I had first climbed into the ‘bucket’.

The wind stung my face, and although early summer, the air
seemed cold and hostile, with the low cumulus clouds scudding
across the sky at what seemed tremendous speed and rapidly chang-
ing shape as they did so. The blue overalled pilots who had assisted
me into the cockpit were suddenly nowhere to be seen, and an
ominous-looking signaller with a bat at the ready stood by on our
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starboard bow.

There was a four-sectioned windscreen bent around the front of
the cockpit, and I huddled down behind it leaning forward against
the creaking shoulder straps. The take-off run in front of us was
barren and uneven and the tiny blob of the winch only just visibly
perched on the Beacon.

‘Here we go,’ said Pirelli loudly through the wind.

I swallowed and the cold seemed to leave my body, to be replaced
by the heat of tension and excitement.

‘All clear above and behind?’ enquired Pirelli of the waiting ‘bat-
man’.

‘Batman’ searched the sky and shouted that it was all clear.

“Take up slack,” commanded Pirelli, raising one finger. The batman
started his signal, waving the bat to and fro, and the morse tapper
flashed the signal light to the winch. I watched the steel grey cable
slither through the grass in front of me and go straight and taut.
‘All out,” came the final shout, and the pilot waved two fingers above
his head.

The batman relayed the command and waved the bat above his
head. Almost simultaneously the cable began to drag us forward.
I looked out to see the wing man, running as hard as he could, and
suddenly disappear as we accelerated along the bumpy ground.
However, with a couple of minor thuds we were off and rising
rapidly as Mother Earth slid quickly away beneath us, with me
tugging at her apron strings in the only way left—by hanging
grimly onto the wooden side of the cockpit with both hands.

We were rapidly at 150 feet in the high wind. The 400-feet drop
over the side of the hill was all too plainly visible and my stomach
revolving. This was only to be accentuated by Pirelli suddenly
pulling us steeply into a 45-degtee climb, which made me turn my
head to the front. Looking through the windscreen, where seconds
before I had a panoramic view of the downs, I now had only sky and
speeding clouds ahead of me.

The aitflow suddenly plucked my woollen hat from my head and
whipped my hair in front of my eyes, as with hat and courage now
both over the side we climbed quickly in the rocking and bouncing
glider. As we came to the top of the launch Pirelli busily moved the
stick and rudder pedals trying to keep the machine straight and true
in the turbulent air. The cable began to pull the nose down and the
glider was on a level keel for a few seconds, though not long enough
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for any comfort. He eased the stick forward into what felt like a
vertical dive, pulled the yellow knob twice, and I felt the glider now
free of its burden leap into the air only to drop swiftly into turbu-
lence.

So we continued on our course along the hills, up and down, like
some giant puppet on rubber strings, bouncing my stomach into
my throat and then pushing my head through my boots. The sudden
grip of ice-cold fear seized me, and the only thoughts that sped
around my brain were those of getting down and surviving.

Pirelli was talking loudly through the noisy airflow but his words
were lost forever in my concern for self-preservation. I thought I
raised my camera once or twice, but then was unsure whether or not
I had done so, only to be subjected to fresh surges of panic as he
dipped one wing and we flashed round in an eye-ball swinging turn.
‘A little choppy,” shouted Pirelli, and looked at me and smiled.

I looked out at the enormous wings and the long white struts
and my heart sank as the wings flexed and bent, groaning as they did
so like some ancient China Clipper trying to round the Horn. The
open cockpit gave no feeling of protection but seemed to thrust one
into the elements, and my fingers dug deeply into my straps as
Pirellisaid excitedly: ‘Liftonthe vario...look...we’te goingup....’

Sure enough the wretched little vario had a green ball bobbing up
and down in the long thermometer-like tube and the altimeter
jerked its needle up to the 1,000-foot mark and beyond.

‘Good. .. good. ..’ said Pirelli, nodding to himself, ‘we only had an
8oo-foot launch. We’re doing well.”

He kept the horrible turn going, and we spun round and round
until I was completely disorientated. The switling land below could
have been China or Peru for all T knew or cared.

There was the sudden impression that the wings had dropped off
and we felt as though we were dropping through the air. I gasped
and looked at the little variometer. The green ball was now at the
bottom of the tube, but in the twin tube next to it a red ball shot
almost to the top.

‘Bloody sink’ commented Pirelli as we hit more turbulence, and I
began to feel sick and dizzy.

Suddenly he straightened the T-21 out into a more or less level
flight path and jabbed his finger over the side of the cockpit.
‘Down there,” he shouted, and I looked over the side but could only
see an unidentifiable mass of green fields.
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“The wind has drifted us back almost over the launch point, so we’ll

have to forge ahead up wind again. How do you like it?’ he asked.
I'had by now given up all hope of ever seeing the ground and being

in once piece again, and not only was I expected to suffer this torture

but the torturer wanted to know if I liked it.

‘A thrill a minute,’ I shouted truthfully.

‘Do you want to try the controls?’ he asked.

I was still doubtful whether this albatross of a man could return
us both to earth safely, but I was quite certain that any efforts by me
to try and control this beast could only end in disaster. I shook my
head negatively.

‘You don’t know what you’re missing,” he shouted.
‘No mate,” I thought to myself, ‘and neither do you.’

By the time we had flown back to the Beacon we wete down to
800 feet, as the air continued to pick us up and drop us down at
erratic and violent intervals. I picked up my camera thinking that
some form of concentrated activity might save my reason, but
could only see a blutr of landscape through the viewfinder as I
pressed the trigger with a cold and shaky finger. Again that wing
dropped, and we described a steep and frightening turn. I dropped
the camera as I gripped the sides of the cockpit, the camera swinging
this way and that from the lanyard around my neck.

Further words from Pirelli were lost as panic seized me yet more
violently. Everything that was happening now seemed terribly
fast and unreal. We executed another turn, mercifully not executing
ourselves, and I saw that we were over Bo-Peep Hill whipping into
another steep swerve that lined us up for our landing approach.
The turbulent air was now rocking the glasses on the end of my nose,
which made me wonder whether or not they were going to join my
woollen hat. I grabbed them and pressed them close to my face as
Pirelli kicked out at the rudder bar and fought with the ailerons to
try and steady our approach.

The T-21 bounced around the sky in even wilder gyrations as the
landing field snaked up towards us, slowly . . . ever so slowly, while
Pirelli suddenly pulled out the spoilers and eased back the stick a
little and we began to sink quite fast. When it seemed we should fly
straight into the ground he eased back a little more on the stick and
we were flying straight and level only a foot above the blurred green
of the grass.

Eventually the thing floated to the ground, and with just one
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spine-shattering bounce, came to rest only feet from our take-off
point, hovering in the wind quite level before slowly depositing one
large wing tip on the ground. I took great lungfuls of cold air
through my cracked and dry mouth and felt the perspiration around
my neck suddenly go sticky and damp from the wind. I was aware
of Pirelli looking at me and heard him saying: ‘Fancy another one?’
“You have to be Bob Hope,” I said, rather rudely, and he looked
quite puzzled.

“You do look a bit green,” he replied, and turning to the approaching
retrievers shouted: “‘Whose next for the “21”?’

‘Lunatics and suicide cases form up three deep,” I muttered under
my breath, and suddenly pairs of helping hands were undoing my
straps and helping me out of the cockpit.

The fact that we had returned to earth without killing or maiming

ourselves and with the red and white ‘bird’ completely unbroken
took some seconds to sink in. Pirelli too, climbed outand slapped me
heartily on the back.
‘Must go for a pee,” he said. ‘If you want one, over there behind the
gotse bushes,” he added, jabbing a finger in their direction, ‘but for
God’s sake don’t do it against the wind, or you’ll get yourself into a
hell of a state.’

The T-21 had already been wheeled back to the launch point
and the next pupil was getting himself strapped into the beast.
Pirelli slapped me once more on the shoulder and stomped off
towards the privacy of the gotse bushes. Thankful to be alive I
avoided all other likely looking characters who appeared to be
coming towards me, welcoming me to the club, and quickly made
my way to my car. I drove home conscious only of the shock and
fear I had experienced and furious at myself for the cowardice I
had felt if not fully exhibited.

AsTIshut the front door of my house I saw a letter on the doormat.
I opened it. It read: ‘I am pleased to welcome you as a Member of
the Southdown Gliding Club and to inform you that I have been
able to put your name down for the week’s flying on the August
Course.” I screwed up the letter and threw it across the hall.
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Is your number up?

The one single factor that had acted as inspiration for me to take up
gliding had been the film Those Magnificent Men and Their Flying
Machines, with the beautiful aerial shots synchronised with the low-
flying speeds of the aircraft of the era. Shortly after my first disastrous
flight I had seen the film for a second time, only to be re-inspired all
over again. Commonsense quickly came to my aid in pushing the
fears of my first flight to the back of my mind. I felt that it was utter
foolishness on my part to feel so frightened of flying while men like
‘Pop’ Otford could accomplish it at the age of seventy-one, and at
the other end of the age-scale many teenagers enjoyed the sport.

I also possessed a romantic idea about aircraft and pilots that had
dove-tailed into manhood from my schooldays during the ‘Battle of
Britain’. I recalled names like Malan, Bader, Finucane (whose
passing I mourned with as much profound grief as that of a close
relative), and later Gibson and Johnson, with more poignancy than
I felt for Shakespeare and Pythagoras.

I have always subscribed rather too heavily to the swashbuckling
and rebellious outlets in life, and the thought of becoming a glider
pilot seemed to manifest all the childish possibilities of a life-time
into one dramatic sport.

Full of good intentions and great ambitions I joined the summer
course for a week’s intensive gliding. In addition, to ensure that I
left no loop-hole for retreat, I paid the necessary £14 to join the
club and a £2 deposit for the course.

As dawn broke in a cloudless sky on the first day, the 20-odd
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course members and four instructors sweated and broke their backs
levering the four gliders out of the hangar at the top of Bo-Peep hill.
First the tractors and the diesel-powered winch were oiled and
fuelled. This was followed by the extraction of the giant T-z1 from
the hangar, and before we seemed to have got our breath back
“Tutor’, ‘Swallow’ and ‘Olympia’ were manhandled out onto the
damp green grass to undergo the compulsory daily inspections to
ensure that the gliders were safe and airworthy. At the same time
the tractors and the winch were checked fot satisfactory function-
ing. I was in a hurry to get started, but George, the Chief Flying
Instructor, was determined that everything should proceed in a
slow, quiet and orderly fashion. I pummelled his brains with ques-
tion after question, ensuring that at least I established »y enthu-
siasm.

The winch was finally placed in position at the top of the hill,
giving a launch from the bottom of the field at right-angles to the
line of the downs. This allowed the gliders to cast off the cable over
the summit of the hills, enabling them to make full use of the wind
that rushed up the slope, and so sustain them in the continual up-
currents. The gliders were towed and manhandled from the hangar
to the bottom of the field at a snail’s pace. It seemed that gliders are
notoriously weak and subject to damage on the ground, while they
are immensely strong in the air, even on the most violent of days,
so towing them across uneven bumpy ground is best achieved as
slowly as possible. I was unaware at this time that the gliding site at
Firle was one of the more notorious in the country, full of hills,
valleys, pitted ground, sheep and cattle: not to mention the ‘oro-
graphic’ cloud which forms suddenly and quickly on such hills. In
its unkind way the sea, which is only five miles distant, can send in
a stream of cold air around mid-day and literally change the wind
direction through 180 degrees. This slays any existing thermals in
one fell swoop, and any unsuspecting glider pilots to boot, who
have failed to notice the change in wind direction.

The towing cable was inspected and laid out ready for the T-21
to make the first flight of the day. While the other gliders made
their weary progress to the launch point, the ‘21’ was lined up, a
pupil inserted together with an instructor, the cockpit checks com-
pleted and the cable release mechanism checked on the glider. The
signal cart was positioned, and a wingman all ready holding the
wing tip of the ‘21’.
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A batman made the signals to an individual stationed at the signal
cart who relayed them to the winch driver. The T-21 swished across
the grass on its ground run, rose a few feet into the air, gradually
ascending to just over 100 feet before going back into the climb
towards the clear blue summer sky. It was 08.45.

Life, I thought, was extremely good as enthusiasm and excite-
ment welled up inside me. I made my first real contacts with the
other course members and we shared our meagre triumphs, ambi-
tions and fears. I was overawed to learn that some comparatively
new members had already achieved the staggering total of over 20
flights and that one youngster had already experienced aerobatics
in the form of loops and ‘chandelles’. The chandelle was executed,
it seemed, by diving the glider, pulling back into a climb and then
putting one wing down and literally turning the glider to fly back
down its original ascent path into another dive whereupon the
manoeuvre could be repeated.

One character, who appeatred quite above the rest of us, aero-
nautically speaking, had rejoined the club after a year’s absence and
talked incessantly of spins and stalls and the recommended manner
of curing them.

There was no mention of what one did for a living, and I was
quite oblivious of whether I was addressing lorry drivers or com-
pany directors, as the conversation started with flying and was to
continue with flying for the rest of the day.

Flying has, for all its joys and wonders, a spiteful habit, like 2
small puppy, of biting you when you least expect it. It generally
chooses a moment when you are in great spirits and feeling on top
of the wotld; like many a doomed army singing its lungs out com-
pletely unaware what lies over the brow of the next hill.

Such was the moment when I climbed into the T-21 that day for
my second excursion into space. The previous pupil had com-
pleted three flights: merely three short training circuits, as the wind
on the hill had yet to reach sufficient proportions to sustain any
glider. I was the next on the list.

Barty, tall, lean and hardly gtey at all for all his middle fifties,
instructed me in cockpit checks and take-off procedure; and before
I had mentally registered the functions we seemed to be off, cutting
across the grass only a foot or so aloft, with the cool early morning
summer breeze stinging our cheeks. The straps bit tightly into my
legs and shoulders, the result of adjusting them with little ex-

39



GLIDER PILOT

perience and great gusto.

Barry eased the stick back into his stomach and the T-21, or the
afore-mentioned ‘bucket’, rose at an angle that would have done
justice to an Apollo moon-launch, sending its two occupants in
an arc 8oo feet up over the line of downs. The nose dipped after our
return to a level attitude and Barry pulled the cable release twice,
reducing the glider from a speed of 55 knots to 40 knots as he eased
it into a level attitude once more.

I looked over the side, and with the suddeness of a rifle bullet I
felt a wave of panic and nausea sweep through my body as though
Thaddivedintoanicy pool. The ground seemed milesaway, the open
cockpit offering little protection from anything the elements might
care to inflict on us, and the sensation of suspension could only be
described as hanging from the Post Office Tower by one’s braces.
The fact that the Slingsby T-21b was manufactured by a great
company and had been tried and tested over the yeats, allied to the
fact that my instructor had had many hundreds of flying houts and
as much survival instinct as myself, inconveniently escaped my
attention at the time.

Inexperience is the handmaiden of panic, and panic is the father of mistakes.

So wrote Erich Hartmann, the great German fighter pilot who
survived World War Two. My first reaction to the engulfing panic
and fear was to get out of the wretched aircraft and forget all about
gliding for once and for all. But flying has another spiteful habit of
allowing you to place yourself in a dangerous or unenviable posi-
tion, and insisting that you sort it out, if you are indeed to survive.

Unlike learning to drive a car, where if things go frighteningly
wrong for a few seconds, you can slam on the brakes, switch off and
get out for a breather and a stroll, while you sort out some of the
problems, flying is a far more demanding mistress. However, it
will, in time, make you a more resourceful and self-reliant person.

As our 8oo-foot altitude prevented me from getting out of the
glider, I tucked my face down behind the windscreen and gripped
the wooden side of the glider with great strength. My enthusiasm
and great intentions of but a few seconds ptreviously were now
dashed to the ground, as if I had physically been able to throw them
over the side of the cockpit. It seemed as certain as the sunrise that
gliding held no future for me as a sport, or even as a mere grinding
accomplishment. I hated the sensations and longed only to get my
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shaking little legs back onto Mother Earth with as much speed as
possible.

I had felt similar emotions when flying with the Air Training
Corps during the war years, but that was a long time ago and in the
following 20 years had experienced a severe nervous breakdown
coupled with agoraphobia, or fear of open spaces. This was a double
condition of affairs that had persisted for a year and taken about
four years to overcome completely. While it would have been a
simple matter to convince myself that these panic symptoms of the
moment were in some way connected to my former state of mind,
I felt certain that they were not, and metely another hurdle in life
which at this point in time appeared insurmountable.

The ‘panic’ was increased like an additional surge of electric
current as the wing of the ‘21” dropped and Barty executed a series
of shallow turns. I promptly leaned the other way, trying vainly to
balance myself into some form of level equilibrium, as the landscape
became a whirling mass of green circles, disappearing horizon and
flashes of sunlight.

‘What manoeuvre would you like to experience next?’ asked Barry.
The panic had me by the throat, as the switling mass of landscape
whitled in front of me until I could stand it no longer.

‘Landing . . " I answered through a dry mouth and chattering teeth.
He straightened up the glider into level flight and nearly stalled it
from surprise at my answer.

‘Feeling dicky?’” he queried with some concern.

I nodded, gulping great mouthfuls of air into my lungs.

‘Strange,” he commented. ‘Is it the turns that upset you?’
“Together with the take-off, the straight and level and the landing,’
Iinformed him. ‘Apart from that I love every second of it.”

He was not amused by my wit.

‘Are you sure you wouldn’t like to try something else?’ he asked.
‘Only the landing,’ I repeated, sounding like Captain Flint on Long
John Silver’s shoulder.

He shrugged as much as his shoulder straps would allow, and with
some justifiable annoyance slammed down the wing of the ‘21’ and
turned down wind, pulling the large handle to open the spoilers and
fly off some of our excess height.

With the landing circuit in operation the panic subsided slightly,
but the turn at the bottom of the field to take us across wind dis-
otientated me still further and our final turn into wind was both
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steep and fast. Then with the grass sliding past us I heard the
comforting rumble of the main wheel making contact with the earth,
and we were down. The thing ground to a halt and dropped a lazy
wing tip onto the grass as we sat there in silence for a few seconds
before Barry muttered: “Well . . . I don’t know.’

I opened my mouth to say something and shut it again. Words,
in my experience were fairly cheap, and if they could not be backed
up with corresponding actions they merely constituted a waste of
breath, and as I had little of that commodity either a heavy silence
fell upon us.

We did eventually vacate the cockpit and having landed a few
hundred yards from the take-off point it was a little while before
willing pairs of hands came to our assistance. To make matters
worse other members were asking me how I had enjoyed it. I looked
at my watch. The whole flight had lasted just over two minutes.
Two unbelievingly, panic-stricken, impossible minutes.

It is normal to fly a pupil on two or three consecutive training
flights in order to give him some continuity in his educational
experience, but Barry walked away from the glider once it was
parked and called out for the next pupil. While the next eager pupil
was strapped into the ‘bucket’ I noticed Barry chatting to George,
the Chief Flying Instructor.

I disappeared behind some gliders and found my hold-all contain-
ing food and a newspaper. I sat on the ground in the warm sunshine
and scanned the back page which contained among other things,
a list of Premium Bond winners. It was headed:

‘Is your number up?’

The paper was pushed back into the hold-all and I got up and
walked towards George and Barry who had been joined by another
instructor. I overheard their conversation from behind another
parked glider. Eavesdroppers never hear good of themselves, or
so they say, and I was to be no exception.

‘Sounds like bloody cowardice to me,” maintained the third instruc-
tor.

‘Don’t know,” mused George, thoughtfully.

My heart sank. I wished I were dead.

‘I don’t think so,’ said Barry (to the rescue), ‘I think it’s possibly
that he lacks flying experience and is a bit imaginative. What are
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you going to do about him, George?’
‘T’ll let you know,” said George, flatly, like 2 magistrate considering
his verdict.

“’Morning, Peter,” said a deep voice behind me, and 1 turned
somewhat surprised to see the speaker was a large woman in tight-
fitting red, white and blue trousers. I knelt on the grass and looked
up at her oval face that peered down through the outline of a huge
bust.

‘Put you ’orf a bit, did it?” she asked in a cultured voice.
‘Somewhat,’” I replied, in careful understatement.

She ran a chubby hand through her grey hair.

“‘You can get used to anything except hanging,’ she stated with a
loud laugh.

‘Including “hanging”, from a T-21,” I added.

‘Indeed . . . indeed,” she chortled, and made her way towards the
three instructors.

Another figure joined me: short, male, early forties with crinkly
btown hair, clipped military moustache, and brand new, blue flying
overalls.

‘David,” he said, grabbing my hand and pumping it up and down.
‘New member, old boy; come to slay my Goliath too.’

I introduced myself, and David regarded the retreating figure of the
large woman with raised eyebrows.

‘Looks like a walking deckchair,” he commented, and turning to me:
“Your flight upset you?’

‘Mm,’ I nodded.

‘How many have you done?’

“That was only my second,’” I said.

He knelt down beside me. ‘Second one’s always worse than the
first,” he claimed. ‘I remember my first parachute jump, Special Air
Service and all that, old boy,” he went on, smiling. “The first one is
a “doddle” because you don’t know what to expect and it’s all over
so quickly. But the second jump’s a bastard, and if it weren’t for that
bloody marvellous discovery called “whisky”, I'd never have done
the third.

I began to feel just a little better. ‘How many glider flights have
you done?’ I asked him.

‘None at all yet,” he said, and at last I felt I had found a lesser-
experienced mortal than myself. ‘Couldn’t give a “monkeys”
though, old boy: can’t be any worse than hitting the silk.’
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The conversation was interrupted as another member introduced
me to the wonders of driving the cable retrieve tractor. After three
hours of that I managed to squeeze out more perspiration in what
now was a hot summer’s day, in lugging the gliders back to the
launch point over the unforgiving and rough ground. As the day
wore on the glidets got heavier, and I was ready to give up at 6 p.m.
when I was informed that they flew until sunset, which would be
around 8.30 p.m.

Tlost sight of David for the rest of the day, and as evening, hunger
and tiredness approached the failure of my efforts at the beginning
of the day flooded back into my mind. With the gliders safely inserted
in the hangar and the doors finally closed I made my way in darkness
to the car park. Leaning against the door of my car was George. 1
never did discover how he found out which was mine, but there
he was blocking the final exit for my escape. I walked towards his
dim outline, trying to do so slowly and nonchalantly when I tripped
over a piece of brick and went flat on my face.

He assisted me to my feet with the comment: ‘Not your day?’
‘Doesn’t seem to be.’

‘Sorry about today,” he said quietly, ‘but I’ve reached a decision.’

My heart sank. ‘Have you?’ I said, my mouth going suddenly
dry.

‘Oh yes,” he replied, ‘I think it’s quite clear what we must do. Did
you know that early in the morning and late in the evening the air
is generally very calm?’ he inquired.

‘I suppose so, though not consciously,” I replied.

‘Well it is,” he smiled.

‘Oh,’ I said, rather stupidly.

‘Well tomorrow, we’ll fly you first thing in the morning and again,
later in the evening.’

‘Oh, I see,’” I said, with equal stupidity, for ‘see’ was the last thing I
did, and I just could not ‘see’ how I was going to overcome my own
private hell, whether it be early morning or late evening or high
noon.

‘T’ll see you early in the motning, then?’

‘Yes, of course,’ I replied, as we both stared, neither really believing
the other.
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“‘You have control,’

said George

‘Good morning,” said George with unconcealed sutprise, as I ar-
rived breathless after my half-mile tramp to the bottom of the field
from the car park. It was still early and another glorious summer’s
day with the air dead calm as George had predicted.

I had little doubt that on my previous evening’s departure it had
been declared by one and all that would be the last they would see of
me. In all honesty, on this particular morning I had not the slightest
idea or even a good tesolution of how I was going to fare in the
coming day’s flying. I suppressed all thoughts of the consequences
if I ‘muffed’ it for a third time in succession.

The T-21 was already lined up for take off and another pupil
already seated in it was extricated after a quiet conversation with
George, who then ushered me into the cockpit in his place. The
other pupil, cheated of his flight, scowled at me as he passed, and
for the third time in my life I clambered into the bowels of the ‘21’

A gentle hush fell over the remaining course members as they
slowly sidled up to the glider intent on seeing what sort of mess-up
I would make of this effort. I had little doubt that they considered it
justifiable entertainment.

Geotge climbed in beside me and shouted quick instructions to
the idle onlookers who dispersed and went about their alloted tasks.
We strapped ourselves in and George did the cockpit checks, talking
slowly and calmly as he did so.

‘I want you to concentrate on relaxing,” he said, ‘and getting used
to your new environment. I will do the take off and landing, but I
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want you to keep yout feet lightly on the rudder pedals and hold the
stick with your finger and thumb. It is not necessary to grip it.
When we cast off the cable I will say: “You have control,” and I
want you to try and keep the glider flying straightand level ata speed
of 40 knots indicated on the A.S.I. with co-ordinated movements
of the stick and rudder pedals. When I say: “I have control,” I want
you to cease trying to fly the glider and hand over to me. Keep a
light pressure on the controls when I am flying it, and try and follow
through with the actions I take so that you can learn to get the feel
of the glider. Make all your movements, when you are flying, small
movements, and make them as smooth as possible.’

‘Yes...Isee,’ Ianswered. He looked across at me, and from his
expression I could tell that he indeed wondered if I did see.

“The air is quite smooth,” he added, as the cable was attached to the
towing hook, ‘and you should not experience any problems. All
right?’

‘Fine,” 1 said, gripping the stick and stabbing my feet onto the
rudder pedals.

‘Finger and thumb only,” he corrected tapping my right hand.
‘Don’t grip it.”

I relaxed as much as I could.

Once more the cool airflow stung our cheeks as the ‘21’ parted
company with the grass and rose flatly, gradually pulling back and
climbing into an arc as George eased the stick back into his stomach.
I looked straight ahead at the clear sky determined not to frighten
myself by staring down at the ground.

‘Look out at the wing tips on the climb,” said George,” and muke
sure they are level.’

I held the stick lightly and followed through his movements of the
controls, looking out at the wing tips and noticing the layers of
early morning mists in the valleys below.

We reached the top of the climb and the cable began to pull the
nose down.

‘Now we ease forward on the stick’ said George, dipping the red
nose of the glider . . . ‘and with two definite pulls on the yellow
release knob. . .” he yanked the thing twice. . . ‘we get rid of the cable
and throttle back from 55 knots to 40 knots . . . like this . . .” and the
airflow ceased whistling in the struts and the glider felt level and
balanced. ‘T am going to turn right, now,” he informed me, ‘by
lowering the right wing with the ailerons and at the same time
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applying a little right rudder to balance the turn.’

I felt the stick and rudder pedals move together and as I started
to lean away from the turn George said: ‘Lean info the turn . . . as
though you are riding a bike. Try to become part of the aircraft.’
Forcing myself, I leaned into the turn as George continued to
explain: ‘In an open cockpit like this you should feel the airflow on
the front of your face at all times. If it comes from the right in a right
turn, then you are slipping the aircraft into that turn because you
possibly haven’t enough rudder to assist the ailerons. If you have
too much rudder then you are skidding the aircraft into the turn,
and in a right turn like this you would feel the airflow coming onto
the left of your face. Got it?’

We came out of the turn, and I felt the controls move as George
straightened her up.

‘Got it,” I said.

We flew at 40 knots along the ridge, with the nose pointing out-

wards slightly into the soft breeze.
‘You have control,” said George, and I felt the controls go sloppy in
my hand and the rudder pedals banged against my feet. The glider
began to swing this way and that, and I felt my feet press hard on the
pedals and my hand grip the stick as I frantically over-corrected.
Suddenly the ‘bucket’ commenced a number of wild gyrations and
George said calmly: ‘I have control.’

The ‘bucket’ suddenly behaved itself in George’s capable hands.

I relaxed my vice-like grip on the stick.
“You are over-correcting,” said George, ‘possibly because you
think the glider is balanced on a knife edge and will fall out of the
sky if you don’t keep a tight rein on it. The glider is quite happy
flying along without your help, so watch this.” As I watched, horri-
fied, he took his hand and feet from the controls. The T-21 dipped
its nose slightly and the speed rose to 5o knots, the airflow increasing
and stinging my face once more.

‘See?’ he smiled. ‘Quite stable isn’t it?* and eased back the stick
until we cruised once again at 4o knots. “You have control,” he said,
and once again I tried to fly the beast. ‘Now fly it hands and feet off,’
he commanded.

‘I’d rather not,” I stammered.
‘Fly hands and feet off,” he repeated but in a calm manner.
I let go of everything and awaited our demise.
The T-21 merely repeated the performance of increased speed
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and a slight dipping of the nose. I became suddenly distracted by
the beauty of the mists in the valley, as little villages and a church
spire protruded from them giving the scene an air of unreality.

“Take control again,’ said George, ‘but pull back the speed gently.’

I worked feverishly to get the swine to respond, and although
better this time the nose still swung from side to side as I kicked out
at the rudder pedals like a mad church organist.

‘T have control,” said George, and I sat back in the cockpit breathing
heavily with the sweat running down my temples ‘We’re getting
low,” he said and turned the ‘21’ down wind.

As we rolled to a stop on the wet grass he said: “Want another
one?’

‘Of course,” I answered, not really knowing whether I did or not,
but determined to make some progress on the preceding day.

The flight had lasted four minutes: nothing at all really, but
double the duration of the previous day’s flight and although I had
still been scared I had noticed some improvement. The love-hate
relationship with flying had begun in earnest. I completed two
more flights that day both of merely four minutes duration, and if
George taught his erring pupil little else he did manage to get me to
lean in on the turns.

The rest of the day was repetitious: driving the retrieve tractor
and lugging gliders around until my back nearly broke in two. I
drove home in the failing light: dropping my mentally and
physically exhausted body into a heap on the bed and into the relief
of sleep; only to wake at 6 a.m. the next day and repeat the whole
performance again.

On this day I managed five flights, again with George in the next
seat, and tried to get the ‘bucket’ to turn. Mote wild gyrations all
over the sky as we slipped and skidded and did in fact every
manoeuvre barring turning correctly. George then showed me
slipping and skidding turns, and how #of to do them, but still the
‘21’ had 2 field day flying its stupid pupil just where it felt like.
It took over like some wild horse aware of its nervous rider and
determined to set off at a gallop.

At the end of the day I had completed a total of eleven flights. For
all the sweat and effort my log read simply: ‘Turns . . . lacking co-
ordination.

On the Thursday it rained and we all spent a chatty time in the
hangar as the pundits showed their meteorological knowledge and
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prophesied when the weather would clear. It didn’t. These wet
days are quite valuable at times, as through the ensuing conversa-
tion which is go per cent flying and 10 per cent women, a great deal
can be learned about the former and little about the latter.

I began to discover what a stall was and how a glider could spin:
more important, how to recover from a stall and a spin. But I must
confess the thought of such manoeuvtes terrified me, and I began
to feel like a man with wooden legs faced with a succession of hurdles
that disappeared into the distance. Even assuming that I had over-
come one, rather painfully, it seemed there would always be anothet.
I reconciled myself to the fact that I would take them one at a time
and not try to conquer flying in one fell swoop.

The Friday, and last day of the course was fine again, and once
more I climbed into the Sussex sky, and even tried my hand at a
launch and a couple of landings. I was as yet so inexperienced that
I had little idea how to judge my performance. I decided they
couldn’t have been too bad. I deduced this from the fact that we had
walked away from the landings and the launch had got us to 750 feet.
Again I tried turns, and yet again the ‘bucket’ flew the pilot. In the
screaming airflow I allowed the speed to increase to 6o knots. Then
there came a deathly quiet as the nose went up, the speed fell off and
the controls became ‘mushy’. Finally, there was a buffet just prior
to the stall, and the sudden awareness came over me of what was
happening as I shoved the stick forward to unstall the glider, only
to overdo the whole thing and wind up in another screaming dive.

During the afternoon I had chance to watch the efforts of some
of the others, including David, who seemed to have less instinct
than I when airborne. Also, his ‘crutch-searing’ approaches over
the barbed wire fence provided much excitementand entertainment.

One of the great features about a T-21 coming in to land on a calm
day is that those on the ground can hear every word spoken by
those in the open cockpits as they flash by. As David made repeated
efforts to land the ‘bucket’ in some semblance of order I could hear
the instructor say: ‘I don’t know what you’ve got hold of David,
but it certainly isn’t the stick. ...’

And on another occasion: ‘If you’re in such a hurry to die.. . . do you
mind doing it somewhere else?’

And finally: ‘Steady . .. steady ... I have control... I have control. ...
While a voice next to me muttered: “Thank Christ someone has

control.’
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By the late afternoon I had a total of 19 flights to my credit or dis-
credit, depending on your point of view. I embarked on my
twentieth with George next to me, and just a slight beam of confi-
dence as he told me that I was to concentrate on the landing. Circuit
planning is by far the hardest part of learning to glide, as the machine,
absent of any engine must be placed in a desirable position from
which to execute the landing. This means that the mental picture of
a square circuit placing the glider at suitable heights at each corner
of the square, is by far the easiest method of completing the flight
and landing properly.

The ridge towards which we were launching was some half mile
distant, and a launch of some 8oo feet meant that we could cruise
around using up our height until we had sunk to around 500 feet.
By this time we should have placed ourselves at the diagonal point
of the square opposite to our take-off point. This done, a turn down
wind was made to arrive at the bottom of the field at around 300 feet,
then making a turn across wind and lining up for our final turn into
wind and the landing approach.

On this my twentieth flight, I had completed the square circuit
satisfactorily and made my final turn into wind. It was now a case of
increasing speed to around 5o knots for the prevailing wind (more
on windy days), and aiming the glider at an imaginary touch-down
point on the field. If the nose goes above this point it indicates that
you will overshoot, while if the imaginary point rises above the
nose it indicates an undershoot. If you want to increase your rate of
descent you ease open the spoilers and on the T-21 ease back on the
stick as the action of opening the spoilers tends to depress the nose.
If you are undershooting you leave the spoilers alone and increase
your speed to cover more ground.

On this occasion I had it about right and the ground was coming
up slowly and the speed more or less steady. The object was then to
case the nose up as the ground approached and let the glider float
along just above the grass, holding it off until it sank onto the
ground. This part of the landing is termed the ‘round out’. I rounded
out at about twenty feet above the ground instead of two feet,
stalled and dropped George and myself with a heavy thud onto the
grass. Pains shot up my spine and down my arms and the wings
vibrated like a fiddler’s elbow.

Blissful silence followed as one wing tip slid slowly onto the
grass.
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CHAPTER SIX

Quite happy to fly

I managed a further six flights in September and got into my first
thermal. It must be remembered that a glider is always descending
in the parcel of air that is its immediate environment, and the only
way the glider can maintain its height or increase it, is to get into ait
that is going up at a faster rate than the glider is sinking down. This
rising air is called ‘lift’, and the corresponding sinking air that may
be encountered is called ‘sink’. The object of all glider flights is to
manoeuvre the glider into areas of rising air, and to get clear of
sinking air should it be encountered.

There are several ways of basically obtaining lift. One, already
mentioned, is hill lift, where the air is blowing more or less against
the hill and so lifting the layers of air above and hence the glider.
Altitudes are somewhat restricted by this form of lift, and therefore
the second form, the thermal, is used when weather conditions
permit. ‘Thermal’ means: heat.

In gliding a thermal implies that a parcel of warm air, compara-
tively warm, that is, in relation to the surrounding air, will rise above
the main air mass, giving ‘lift’, and that colder surrounding air will
rush down to fill the space left by the thermal. This downward
rushing air is ‘sink’. The thermal, if contacted by the glider will
take the glider up, while the sink will quickly inctease the glider’s
rate of descent.

The thermal, however, tends on many occasions to be of a limited
diameter and of irregular pattern: also it is invisible. However, it
is sometimes indicated by the condensation of the warm rising air
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in the form of cumulus cloud, those white ‘cotton-wool’ packs seen
in the summer sky. The thermal, being the basic shape that it is,
which may be estimated roughly to be a tising ‘doughnut’ in form,
necessitates that the glider must be flown in tight circles. This is in
order that the glider shall be able to stay in the confines of the
thermal. Again, tight circling flight tends to make the glider lose
height, but the thermal is going up at a faster rate than the glider is
descending: the net result being a gain in altitude.

On a windy day, of course, the glider will drift down wind while
climbing in the thermal, which must be vacated by the glider while
still near enough to its home field. The glider is then flown back up
wind until another thermal is contacted, and the performance
repeated.

Gliders flying across country literally fly from thermal to thermal,
gaining height, losing a little in the high speed run towards the
next, gaining height again and dashing to the next. At the same time
the pilot navigates the glider across the land below. This, of course,
is for the more experienced pilots and those qualified for such
exercises.

In the cockpit is the variometer, which consists of twin
thermometer-like tubes in the ‘21° type of glider. In one tube a red
ball rises when in sinking air, and in the other a green ball rises when
in rising air. Both tubes are calibrated so that a rise or fall in so many
feet per second can be observed.

The exercise is simple.

On an unstable day when there are thermals about the glider is
flown off the launch and directly the green ball starts to rise or even
the red ball showing less ‘sink’, the glider is set into a tight turn. This
continues, the pilot observing the reading of the vario, which unless
the glider is centred in the middle of the thermal, will show erratic
readings. The object of the exercise is to get a high steady reading
and maintain it until a height has been reached where the thermal
has burned itself out. The glider is then straightened out and flown
towards where the next thermal is thought to be.

Some thermals, generally on low wind speed days are gentle, while
others can be rough, more often on windy days.

It was my luck to connect with a thermal on a windy unstable day,
and on this occasion my instructor, Jim, slung the ‘bucket’ into an
eye-ball bending turn that seemed to go on forever. Again I ex-
perienced massive disorientation as the circles of green and brown
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landscape swept round in front of my eyes, and any idea of where
the glider was relative to the ground was lost for me.

‘Had enough?’ enquired Jim.

Ineeded no second bidding and nodded quickly. It was to take some
time, years, in fact, before I was to get used to the swirling gyrations
of thermalling, let alone stay in them or get properly centred.

At this time I had been taught that the less one used the instru-
ments and the more one developed judgement, the better. The
easiest way of flying at a constant cruising speed was to line up the
horizon with the windscreen and use this as a guide. This was all
right, until one day when the visibility was poor and there was no
horizon. I flew an instructor named Mike around the sky ina manner
he never thought possible for a glider.

Another instructor, named Derek, asked me to make a landing
without using the instruments which he suitably blanked off, and
he too, discovered my lack of judgement as I rounded out, speeding
across the airfield at less than a foot above the ground at a whistling
go knots . . . 103+ miles per hour.

Apart from erratic flying in relation to speed . . . I always seemed
to be bombing along at 70 knots or on the verge of stalling with
‘nothing on the clock’. I experienced two main problems. One was
a complete disorientation in thermalling, and the other was making
a decent landing. I tended to either fly the ‘bucket’ straight into the
ground whereupon I would hear frantic yells of : ‘T have control.. . .
give the bloody thing to me.’

Or else I would round out at twenty feet or so and stall into the
ground as I had done with George a few weeks earlier.

It was with little surprise on my part that it came to pass a paradox
existed. Lo, and behold, an instructor would regard me with as much
premonition of disaster as I regarded the whole concept of gliding.
In all T flew with eighteen different instructors, whom I must surely
have impressed with my ‘death-wish’ manner of flying the T-z21.1
can only state that their courage was greater than mine, for at least
in my early gyrations ignorance, was for my part, nearly bliss.

September became October, and gradually winter engulfed
southern England in general and Firle Beacon in patticular. The
enthusiasm of the summer cooled with the weather and the numbers
of bodies on the flying field started to diminish. The remaining
stalwarts would arrive on the field in all manner of clothing to retain
the quickly dissipating heat of their bodies, and it seemed at times
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that there was no limit to the number of sweaters, trousers and socks
that one could wear, to say nothing of woollen hats and leather
helmets, goggles and heavy footwear. Fortunately for me, my re-
occurring bouts of fear and tenseness at least served to keep me
warm, temporarily, at least.

By the end of the year I had completed some 5s0-odd flights, and
on one of the coldest days I can ever remember was launched in the
T-21 with an instructor named Geoff, to soar the ridge in a biting
north-easterly wind. I had had up to this time only one flight of 10
minutes duration, while all the rest were in the order of three or four
minutes.

On the launch the icy blast of the airflow, contrasting with the
soft, welcoming breeze of the summer launches, bit into the skin,
nose, mouth and eyes. At the top of the launch a tinkling sound
could be heard as the ice broke off from the cable, and the carpet of
snow that covered the countryside was indeed a sight to behold.

We flew up and down the ridge in beats of about a quarter of a mile
for twenty-five minutes, while I vainly tried to control the beast with
some form of expertise. Geoff asked if I had had enough. I badly
wanted to exceed half-an-hour in the air, and so we soldiered on until
we had clocked 30 minutes and the icy blast of the airflow had
numbed our toes and faces. On landing we had recorded 32 minutes.
My longest and coldest flight yet.

We had one more ice-cold journey into the void the following day.
Again we beat up and down the ridge with the cold air stabbing
through the layers of clothing. The snow wetted the faces of the
pilots on landing as it came swishing up over the nose of the ‘bucket’.

At this time an outbreak of foot-and-mouth disease had been con-
firmed, and the flying field closed for the remaining winter months.
So my instructors were allowed to survive Christmas and January
in the knowledge that I would not be there to dive the ‘bucket’ into
the ground, nor to stall it some twenty feet above the snow. It seemed
then that I was never to overcome this problem.

On returning to gliding in the February I was asked to practise
stalls. This I did with great expertise as I had spent my whole gliding
‘life’ to date doing nothing but stalls and dives, and passed the
exercise with flying colours.

In March, David, whose attitude to gliding seemed to be that he
was quite happy to fly the glider wherever the glider wanted to take
him, had apparently impressed the instructors with whom he flew
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that his attitude constituted confidence, crammed in a large number
of flights, and it was decided that he should solo in the ‘Tutor’.

The four shillings he was to be charged for the flight led him to
describe the forthcoming experience as one of the cheapest ‘rent-a-
thrills’ he could think of. His trim military moustache bristled
nervously as he was levered into the cockpit, an operation which
entailed about as much difficulty as getting a thick slice of toast into
a small envelope. It was still cold, and David was dressed in cold
weather survival gear complete with woollen 4afs and a leather
helmet. By the time he had fixed his flying goggles into position the
only visible protrusion was his bristling moustache, still twitching
and making him resemble a giant rodent about to spring into action.

The controls and performance of the ‘Tutor’ were explained to
him, there being some variance compared with the ‘bucket’. I saw
him nod, and the towing cable was quickly attached. His launch
was in a southerly direction, virtually from the ridge in the direction
of Newhaven. The wind was light and the cloud cover high, and I
think it was around mid-day.

For weeks David had been wishing he could solo. But there is a
saying that when the gods wish to punish us they grant us our wishes.
I handed the retrieve tractor to someone else, and with the others
clustered around the ‘Tutor’ to watch David’s attempt at his first
solo.

In fairness to David, it must be stated he had a rather ‘rocket-
assisted-take-off” in the form of a snatched launch that pulled him
into the sky with great suddenness and speed. As the orange coffin
tore skywards with the airflow whistling like 2 bomb in the struts
and wires, great shouts went up behind him of : ‘Release . . . abandon
the launch.’

But David would have none of this. He tore on upwards as we all
waited for the weak link in the cable to break and preventany further
strain on the aircraft. But that too, refused to break, and so the
“Tutor’ sped skywards at something in excess of 70 knots (the
maximum on the placard read 59 knots). We all waited for the wings
to come off.

The wings, like the weak link, also refused to break, but David did
not release, even at the top of the launch. The cable, back-teleasing
by its designed safety mechanism, suddenly freed the tiny glider,
which bouyantly shot upwatrds a further 5o feet ot so.

He kept a straight coutse for what seemed ages, flying steadily

56



QUITE HAPPY TO FLY

on towards Newhaven, getting smaller and smaller. I could see by
the expressions on the faces of the instructors that there was sore
concern in the camp. The drill for a first solo is a straightforward
square circuit and little else, followed by two more flights demon-
strating left and right hand turns and one complete 360-degree turn.

He finally turned back, and it appeared immediately that he was
getting somewhat mixed up as the glider yawed from side to side.
Eventually it was dropping a wing, which David would over-
correct, merely succeeding in dropping the other. Then the nose
started to rise and then drop in a screaming dive followed by every
type of wild gyration more associated with my flying than David’s.

A friend of David’s came on the field at that moment, and asked me
if David was flying the “Tutor’.

‘I am sorry to say,’” I said slowly, ‘that I rather think the “Tutor” is
flying him.’

As the tiny single-seater careered around the sky, making 180-
degree turns this way and then that, someone else called out: ‘Quick
... get out the glue.’

Still at some 700 feet he had arrived over the launch point and
began frantically flying up and down the ridge making skidding
over-ruddered turns. It dawned on me that he had lost the field. This
might sound impossible to the uninitiated, but it is very easy to do.
You search frantically for the familiar shape of the field while all the
time it is ditectly underneath you and out of sight.

In cruising up and down the ridge with no north-easterly wind
to keep him up, David lost height rapidly and the southerly wind
bote him down into the turbulent air out in the valley.

He suddenly sighted the field and turned towards it, but the

“Tutor’ is noted for its lack of penetrating any but the mildest of
breezes and he was losing height at such a rate that making the crest
of the hill, let alone the landing field, seemed well nigh impossible.

The remedies fot this problem are two in number. One, is to admit
defeat and land out in the valley, choosing another field altogether,
and two, to put the stick forward and gain a lot of speed, possibly
going down under the ridge, and relying on the speed to be sufficient
to enable you to pull up over the ridge and into the field. David chose
the latter, and it appeared to be about the only decision of the whole
flight. He disappeared from view in a screaming dive only to re-
appear seconds later over the ridge, but all too slow. He was not
going to make the field.
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The “Tutor’, only just over the ridge seemed to stand still in the
air, and only at the last second did David push the stick forward,
getting the nose down, to alight somewhat unceremoniously in a
large gorse bush, his moustache still bristling and twitching.

He removed his headgear to show an ashen face and perspiration
streaming down his temples. He was an altogether very frightened
man, having allowed sound instruction to be replaced by panic.

About a week later, Rhona, like David, having completed about
70 training flights in the ‘bucket’ was ushered into the ‘Tutor’ for
her first solo. David, now back on the T-21 for ‘further instruction’,
as the Brass put it, leaned against the ‘bucket’, with me at his side,
to ‘watch the fun’. Rhona was scared to death at the thought of solo-
ing, but she was cajoled into it by many words of comfort and helping
hands, including those of her boy friend. Had they been married, I
would have viewed this with some suspicion, as it seemed a very
convenient way of getting rid of the poor old ‘Missus’. Anyway,
they all had faith in Rhona, except Rhona herself, of course.

If she had learned little else in her training she did have impressed
on her mind the dangers of slow flying with the resultant possibilities
of stalling and spinning. She decided therefore, that to fly fast was to
fly safely; a sentiment not to be taken literally. . . .

She was launched into space, but did not pull back sufficiently for
a good steep climb. The result of this is that the winch speeds up and
the launch becomes fairly flat and extremely fast, with only a poor
gain in height. She reached some soo feet, pulled the release and
turned left, still bombing along at around 6o knots. Next she turned
left again, down wind, completed a further left turn across wind,
the “Tutor’ making a hideous banshee wail at the high speed treat-
ment. She then made her final turn into wind. There followed an
even higher speed on the approach and the orange coffin shot past
us and out of sight down the field, coming to rest a few hundred
feet from the winch.

Her instructor said: ‘It was not the best first solo I have ever seen,
nor was it the worst, but it certainly was the bloody fastest. . . .” She
made her two following solo flights, which could be described in
best ‘Farnborough’ idiom, ‘a couple of high-speed runs over the
black sheds!’

Rhona, however was neatly as scared of flying as I was at the
time, but she had a steely persistence and gradually built up her
courage and skill. However, as already mentioned, flying, can, when
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you least expect it, give you a hearty kick in the rear sector. Rhona’s
hearty kick came on a day when the wind sprung up while she was
flying. As she approached, flying over one of the fences, she was too
slow, and the “Tutor’, forgiving old bus that it was, like an old-aged
pensioner, just could not penetrate against the wind.

Again, two possibilities exist under such conditions; one is that
you select a closer field than the one you had intended landing in.
The other is to dive the aircraft at the fence, and with your extra
speed pull up over it. Rhona chose neither remedy and soldiered
slowly on into the fence with a resounding crash, as she smacked
the orange coffin into one of the fence posts. It was the only one that
happened to be made of conctrete (the othets were merely wooden
-..) and sat there crying with the nose of the ‘“T'utor’ in sawdust and
her legs sticking straight out of the wreckage in front of her.

‘Olé. . . shouted one exhuberant member.

She was duly extricated and injected with brandy, poured straight
down the throat, and given a couple of cigarettes. The “Tutot’ took
ali